Some Reservations about FRBR by Beall, Jeffrey
Some Reservations about FRBR 
by Jeffrey Beall

Jeffrey Beall is Metadata Librarian, Auraria Library, University of Colorado Denver, 1100 Lawrence St., Denver, CO 80204 USA. jeffrey.beall@ucdenver.edu  Telephone 303 556-5936.










FRBR, or Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records, is “a 1998 recommendation of the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) to restructure catalog databases to reflect the conceptual structure of information resources” [1]. Although FRBR will bring major changes to cataloging, these changes will impact the entire library domain, for it will also bring about major changes to integrated library systems, interoperability, and access to digital objects.

As so often happens with library and cataloging innovations, changes are decided by committees and organizations and then thrust on the field without sufficient testing and proof that they are successful. For example, CORC, the Cooperative Online Resource Catalog, was developed in the late 1990s and promoted as a new way to share metadata for digital objects. After several years of enormous effort and time spent on the part of catalogers and other librarians, the project failed. The database no longer exists. 

Also, our field discourages dissent, and insufficient voice is given to those who might question the value or effectiveness of new standards, policies, and technologies. Librarianship needs less groupthink and more objective analysis. 





The FRBR bandwagon is going strong. Although the model has barely been implemented anywhere, its success has already been proclaimed by many in the cataloging community. This unwarranted enthusiasm reminds one of the enthusiasm that accompanied the Dublin Core (DC) metadata standard when it was first introduced. That standard was also largely accepted before being proven, and today the standard has largely failed. The tremendous amount of time, effort, and resources that have been put into the development and distributed implementation of the DC standard have been largely wasted. 

An example of this failure is the implementation of DC by the Government of Canada. Dublin Core was the metadata standard selected by Canada as the prescribed standard for all Canadian Government web pages. But a recent report details how the standard has failed. The report, entitled Metadata Status within the GC.CA Domain found “that only four (4) percent of documents in the gc.ca domain can fully comply with the standards and formats that have been set out in the metadata guidance. Problems found include metatags with no value, inappropriate values in the metatag, and improper uses of encoding schemes” [2]. Will FRBR turn out to be a failure like Dublin Core?

Another thing that the development of FRBR shares with Dublin Core’s development is what I call the “Standards Development in Exotic Locations” boondoggle. It works like this: after a new standard is proposed, employees in well off organizations organize development meetings in far flung, exotic locales about once a year. It takes at least five years to develop a standard, so participants get at least five, company-paid vacations during that time. The net results are that standards development is limited to organizations with sufficient resources to send employees overseas every year, the standards develop slowly, and they are created outside of North America, the place where most potential implementers and users of the standards work. This is what happened with FRBR. It was chiefly created abroad. Its development occurred in a vacuum, largely devoid of input from practitioners. 





At a time when cataloging is under pressure to be more streamlined and simplified, FRBR represents a significant complexification. Some of the terminology it uses, in particular terms such as “manifestation,” “work,” “entities,” and “expression” are vague and overlapping. This vagueness will likely lead to a lot of incorrect data after the model is implemented, for many will be confused about what constitutes a work and manifestation. For instance, does a serial title change represent a different work or a different expression? Is a serial a work, or are the articles within a serial works? 

Implementing FRBR will require massive amounts of training and re-programming. Also, integrated library system vendors are certainly interested in FRBR, for it will mean additional revenue for them because they will be able to charge extra for FRBR-capable modules. It’s clear that one of the functional requirements of functional requirements is that they be easy to comprehend and implement. It’s not clear that FRBR has met that standard. 

Chiefly for Large Libraries





These multiple records for a single book or digital object may also cause problems with the interoperability of MARC records. Under FRBR, items held by a library will be represented by three records in the library catalog—one each for work, manifestation, and item—instead of the current one record. This multi-level record approach will certainly have an effect on sharing or harvesting MARC data. Crosswalking MARC data currently is based on the single record model: there is a single record for each work. The additional records that FRBR will require will complicate the sharing of library data, a problem that will more greatly affect records for digital objects, which are more often shared and harvested.

Not Proven That FRBR is Needed
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